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Background: The epidemiology and impact of influenza in tropical, middle-income 
countries such as Thailand is beginning to be described as interest in new vaccine 
strategies grows. Recent studies in Hong Kong and Singapore suggest that the health 
impact of influenza may be considerable in tropical countries. Our purpose is to describe 
the status of influenza surveillance, vaccination, research, and policy in Thailand as of 
2003. 
Methods: We reviewed published and unpublished Thai influenza literature. Influenza 
vaccine manufacturers were contacted for distribution data. Reported influenza from the 
Thai Bureau of Epidemiology and viral isolation data from the Thai National Institutes of 
Health were reviewed.  
Results: During 1993 to 2002, Thailand reported between 64 and 91 cases of clinically 
diagnosed influenza per 100,000 persons per year. During the same period, influenza 
viruses were isolated throughout the year in 34% of 4,305 specimens submitted to the 
national influenza laboratory.  Seasonal variations exist in clinically reported influenza-
like illness with a peak in June, July and August. Limited laboratory isolation data are 
insufficient to confirm the presence of seasonal variation. During 1997 to 2002, passive 
laboratory surveillance from 3,600 birds in commercial poultry flocks did not identify 
any avian influenza viruses. Surveillance in migratory waterfowl in Thailand began in 
2003. In 2002-3, thirty percent of 629 sera from healthy pigs from 15 provinces had 
antibodies reacting to swine influenza A H1N1 in a commercial ELISA kit (Herdchek ©). 
Vaccine distribution figures suggest that less than 1% of the population is vaccinated for 
influenza. Since 2000, Thailand has made free influenza vaccination available to Muslim 
pilgrims traveling to the Hajj, although no official recommendations for influenza 
vaccination have been published. 
Conclusions: With a growing economy, a well-developed public health infrastructure, 
and an effective national immunization program, Thailand may be in a position to take 
more active steps towards influenza control. Research on the seasonality of influenza, the 
burden of influenza on the healthcare system, and the cost of illness due to influenza in 
Thailand is underway.  
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